Children's access to food, and the negotiations that take place around it, extend beyond the realm of immediate family relations to children's social and educational worlds. Food can thus play an essential part in their experience of other social and institutional arenas such as schools, hospitals or residential care. Food is both an essential and mundane part of everyday life and our familiarity with it can mean that we often pay little attention to the meanings and actions that surround it. However, the study of food within institutional contexts can offer a fascinating insight into the inner life of the institution and the relationships that can revolve around food practices. Food, we suggest, works not only functionally, as sustenance, but also symbolically and as a way to show care and build relationships. It becomes a means by which children can navigate through much of their daily life. Food practices can also be sites of tension and conflict around which a range of emotions and the multifaceted nature of relationships may be exposed.
2008). This is somewhat surprising given the importance attached to the often highly ritualised nature of food preparation and mealtimes within a range of institutions (e.g., Goffman 1991). For example, in the institutions for older people described by Sidenvall (1999) , the precisely organised procedures carried out by nurses during every mealtime, although depicted as bringing about a homelike feel, prioritised the values of order, cleanliness, responsibility and efficiency and functioned as a means to maintain a clear distance between nurses and patients. Prison studies (Valentine & Longstaff 1998; Comfort 2002; Smith 2002; Godderis 2006) have documented the great significance food acquires for inmates as a legitimate outlet for anger and a means for subversion and assertion of power and autonomy. Food becomes a physical and symbolic manifestation of the boundary between 'inside' and 'outside', which inmates and their visitors attempt to bridge through bought food, the smuggling in of homemade food and eating something together during visits.
While there are some parallels between the uses and meanings of food in a prison or nursing home context and that of residential children's homes, there are significant differences. For example, within residential settings for children, particularly those that define themselves as 'therapeutic' treatment centres, food interactions between staff and children, and the children's participation in food-related tasks, have been construed as having emotionally healing and nurturing potential (Rose 1997; Ward et al. 2003) . These different views of the role of food in adult and child environments can be seen as a reflection of the dominant association between food, feeding and intimate relations as located in infancy, as well as a perception of institutions for children as places of personal and social development. Marshall (2005:75) , citing Lalonde (1992), draws attention to the two forms in which the meal can be thought of as creating meaningful patterns and distinctions in the course of everyday life, that is 'as both an object (a timely repast and structural entity) and an event (scripted purposeful action and meaningful social event)'. In the latter form, the meal marks not only the passing of time but gives momentum to a special occasion, often the passing over into something new. Many of the food rituals shared in society are about the marking of transitional points in life (Visser 1991) .
In order to explore these and other issues, we draw on emerging data from an ESRC funded ethnographic study entitled Food Practices in an Institutional Context: Children, Care and Control which sought to address some of the gaps in our current understanding of residential child care.
